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The Singularities and Multiplicities of Architecture
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Contemporary architecture culture – as discourse 
and as design – seems to oscillate between two 
opposing positions. The ﬁ rst understands architec-
ture as a node of economy, politics, society, and 
culture, suggesting that these diverse forces gener-
ate the multiplicity of architecture’s tools, procedures 
and performances; the second focuses on archi-
tecture as a singular object, aesthetic, formal, 
self-contained and irreducible to the conditions 
from which it emerges or the effects it stimulates. 
Attempts to bridge this dichotomy of architecture’s 
multiplicities and its singularity can be identiﬁ ed both 
in design practices and in theory: while the major-
ity of today’s state-of-the art studios hover between 
practicing architecture as a derivative of a series 
of parameters and as a unique icon, contemporary 
theory similarly oscillates between conceiving archi-
tecture as an outcome of the multiplicity of contexts 
which overdetermine its production, and as a singu-
lar event expressing the individuality of the architect 
or the ‘individuality’ of the corporate client. 
With this inaugural issue of ‘Footprint’, we would 
like to underline the negotiation between architec-
ture’s multiplicities and its singularity as a crucial 
undercurrent of contemporary architecture culture, 
as well as one of the driving forces of architecture’s 
‘tradition of the present’ - a lineage of discourses 
and designs which has provided since the 1960s, 
and continues to provide today, an orientation for 
architecture practices. 
This negotiation has been pursued within the tradi-
tion of the present by means of several strategies 
subscribing to alternating disciplinary deﬁ nitions of 
architecture, and differing not just in the characterisa-
tion of the profession, but also in the understanding 
of the concept of ‘discipline’ itself. 
One strategy, which emerged in the wake of 
the disappointment with the functionalist city 
in the late 1950s, consisted of interdisciplinary 
researches, practices and institutions; it embraced 
a diffused concept of the discipline of architecture, 
which it understood as a mediation between its 
social, economic, political, ecological, or aesthetic 
facets. The program of the Atelier d’Urbanisme et 
d’Architecture (A.U.A.), for example, the ﬁ rst and 
most important interdisciplinary planning practice in 
France, founded in 1961, was developed in opposi-
tion to the individualised ‘artistic’ architecture of the 
late-modernist masters and their followers, such as 
Claude Parent and Paul Virilio.
While the interdisciplinary approach attempted 
to preserve the profession’s authority by means 
of understanding the discipline as a set of interde-
pendent domains governed by rules in perpetual 
transformation, not unlike Foucault’s concept of 
‘discipline’ in his theorising of power, it was confronted 
with the second strategy, aimed at staking out the 
unique core of architecture. This strategy was exem-
pliﬁ ed by the positions of the Italian Tendenza and 
the lineage of Colin Rowe and his students, delin-
eating the speciﬁ city of architecture by emphasising 
form and typology as the essence of the discipline, 
Trans-disciplinary, Autumn 2007,  pp. 1-5
1
2autonomous from the social conditions of its produc-
tion. The Tendenza was positioned as an alternative 
to the late modernist work of Bruno Zevi and his 
attempt to posit architectural space as a common 
denominator unifying architecture’s multiplicities; 
these multiplicities, addressed as ‘interpretations’ 
in Zevi’s 1957 ‘Architecture as Space’, included 
politics, philosophy, religion, science, economy, 
society, technology, physiology, psychology and 
aesthetics.1 Massimo Scolari, one of the members 
of the Tendenza, speciﬁ cally deﬁ ned its work as an 
architecture ‘that refuses interdisciplinary solutions 
to its own crisis; that does not pursue and immerse 
itself in political, economic, social, and technologi-
cal events only to mask its own creative and formal 
sterility’.2  Scolari, perhaps paradoxically, postulated 
architecture’s ‘withdrawal into itself’ as a pre-condi-
tion for a subsequent intervention in the multiplicity 
of these ‘events’.3 A similar approach was followed 
by Aldo Rossi, with his concept of architecture as 
the ‘singular urban fact’, preserving in a single 
monumental structure the richness of the urban 
phenomena.4
Thus, both strategies aimed at thinking archi-
tecture as a multiplicity and a singularity, while 
differing in the directions in which the arguments 
were developed: whereas the disciplinary deﬁ nition 
of architecture looks for its singularity as the vessel 
for gathering and relating architecture’s multi-
plicities, the interdisciplinary research perceives 
the singular performance of architecture in its 
management of the multiplicity of its conditions and 
contexts. In other words, in spite of the antithetical 
rhetoric and different points of departure, several 
signiﬁ cant trajectories and oeuvres of the tradition 
of the present were oriented towards a possibility 
of constructing architecture as a unique object, and 
a speciﬁ c practice, which links the heterogeneous 
forces of the contemporary urban society. It is this 
intertwining of the disciplinary and interdisciplinary 
deﬁ nitions of architecture which we call trans-disci-
plinarity. 
The fragility and difﬁ culties of a trans-disciplinary 
approach were exemplarily expressed in the splits 
between the philosophers and architects within the 
French radical groups of the 1960s, including the 
rupture within the Situationist International between 
Guy Debord and Constant Nieuwenhuis, and the 
split of the Utopie Group following Jean Baudril-
lard’s disagreements with Jean Aubert, Jean-Paul 
Jungmann and Antoine Stinco. 
These events, which coincided with the begin-
nings of the tradition of the present in architecture 
culture, can be understood only when situated within 
the context of the French debates of the late 1950s 
and 1960s, following the critique of the postwar func-
tionalist city. Rejecting the self-proclaimed scientiﬁ c 
and apolitical character of this architecture and 
urbanism, Henri Lefebvre, in his writings from the 
1950s and 1960s, demonstrated that these prac-
tices were implicated in the general technocratic 
restructuring of French society and closely interre-
lated with the oligopolist economy, state planning, 
structuralist philosophy, and the idiosyncrasies of 
everyday life in the emerging bureaucratic society 
of controlled consumption. Lefebvre’s analysis of 
the fragmented postwar production of space, both 
in design (the diffraction of functions in the CIAM 
urbanism) and in research (the specialisations of 
diverging academic disciplines), was paralleled by 
the introduction of interdisciplinary research into the 
institutions of urbanism in France in the mid-1960s 
and the emergence of interdisciplinary studios such 
as the A.U.A. 
In the late 1960s, Jean Baudrillard merged the 
critical Marxist tradition with the structuralist meth-
odology and the conclusions of the sociological 
research on postwar France carried out by Henri 
Lefebvre, his PhD supervisor, and formulated the 
consequences of these analyses for architecture: in 
his writings of that period, Baudrillard disclosed archi-
tecture as overdetermined by a series of economic, 
political and cultural forces; the autonomy of archi-
3tecture was thus revealed as an illusion.5 Criticising 
Lefebvre’s ‘naivety’,6 Baudrillard did not see any 
possibility of a residuum which would evade this 
determinism; even the ‘lived’ of architecture – the 
essential category in Lefebvre’s critique of postwar 
urbanism from the perspective of an everyday 
experience – was counted among other products of 
the capitalist society and included in its system of 
signs. In other words, the structuralist claim about 
the death of the subject – its dissolution in its consti-
tutive social forces – was paralleled by the death of 
the architectural object, a ‘death’ already announced 
by the avant-garde of the early twentieth century.7 
Consequently, the radical ﬁ ght against the alienat-
ing society and its products in the course of May 
’68 must have been directed against architecture - 
not just against its institutions, as in the successful 
attack on the École des Beaux-Arts, but against the 
object of architecture itself, and ‘every formal and 
symbolic practice’.8 Thus, referring to ‘objet, cache-
toi’, the May ’68 slogan written in the staircase of 
the Sorbonne, Jean Aubert commented: ‘we were 
the object, obviously… even if we had pretensions 
of thinking a little, just a little bit, we were makers of 
objects’.9 
The splits within the radical French groups were 
symptomatic of a growing difﬁ culty to reconcile 
architecture’s singularity with the increasing aware-
ness of its multiple conditions and consequences. 
The arena of this contestation was by no means 
limited to architecture or to France, but incorporated 
a variety of disciplines and took place in coun-
tries such as the UK, the US and Germany. Much 
of the debate in the UK was initially hosted and 
generated by the Centre for Contemporary Culture 
Studies in Birmingham, founded in the mid 1960s 
as an interdisciplinary institute with the objective of 
reconstituting a uniﬁ ed understanding of culture and 
society and headed by Richard Hoggart and Stuart 
Hall. A hotbed of structuralist and critical thought, 
the CCCS was torn between the dissolution of the 
author within the social and economic forces and 
his reconstitution as an active agent. Stuart Hall 
believed that the solution to this dichotomy would 
be enabled by constructing a dialectics of a posthu-
manist, ‘multiple’ approach and a more traditional 
humanism with emphasis on ‘the singular’.10 Never-
theless, the CCCS ended up dismantling in its 
studies the singular aesthetic artefact, embedding 
it in its social context and circumventing traditional 
‘disinterested’ aesthetic interpretations. 
In parallel, European and American artists 
launched a wide institutional critique via works such 
as ‘Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum Board of Trus-
tees’ (1974), by the German artist Hans Haacke, in 
which he inferred that the museum, its policies and 
preferences were determined by corporate interests 
outside the art world. This view was theoretically 
strengthened by the literary critic Peter Bürger, who 
in his 1974 ‘Theory of the Avant-Garde’ exposed the 
idea of artistic autonomy as a middle-class ideology, 
thus delegitimising art’s primary vehicle of a singu-
lar self-understanding.11
What is the relevance of these debates today? 
Clearly, the positions of Baudrillard, Foucault and 
other post-structuralist thinkers are still major refer-
ences for architectural discourse. However, the 
signiﬁ cance of the rupture between the philoso-
phers and designers of the SI and the Utopie lies 
not in it being a symptom of the ‘eternal’ opposi-
tion between theory and practice. Neither does the 
relevance of these debates depend on the critical 
potential invested in the project of architecture’s 
disciplinarity, nor on the transgressive ambitions of 
the interdisciplinary research: in contrast to thirty 
years ago, interdisciplinary practices can no longer 
be perceived as rebellious; they have been widely 
appropriated by management and business, which 
currently prefer broad, ‘horizontal’ knowledge to 
speciﬁ c, ‘vertical’ expertise;12 similarly, architectural 
autonomy can no longer be seen as ‘critical’ or as a 
refuge from commodiﬁ cation - the status of ideology 
Bürger associated with artistic autonomy is easily 
4applicable to architecture as well.13  
Rather, these ruptures manifest the difﬁ culties in 
relating the multiplicities of architecture in contem-
porary society with the belief in its singularity. These 
difﬁ culties are evident in Baudrillard’s late ‘Singular 
Objects of Architecture’ (2000). In this dialogue with 
Jean Nouvel, Baudrillard suggests that the possi-
bility of architecture’s singularity stems from the 
breaches in the fundamental relationships between 
the architectural object and its determining condi-
tions - the relationships traditionally referred to 
by such concepts as meaning, context, subject, 
object;14 in other words, the condition necessary to 
theorise the singularity of architecture is its isola-
tion from its determining multiplicities, an isolation 
explained within Baudrillard’s postmodern ontolo-
gies.
Baudrillard’s recent contribution reveals the 
negotiation between singularity and multiplicity of 
architecture as urgent, relevant, and unresolved. 
Accordingly, this issue of ‘Footprint’ postulates the 
concept of trans-disciplinarity in order to focus on 
the methods and techniques which enable rethink-
ing the object of architecture as the framework 
in which the diverse forces relate to each other, 
compete or converge. 
At the same time, the concept of trans-discipli-
narity allows linking today’s architecture culture to 
a series of contemporary debates. These include 
Jacques Rancière’s recent efforts to embed the 
aesthetic object in its political and social context 
without dismantling its singularity; Rancière’s aim 
can be described as a formulation of a speciﬁ c 
trans-disciplinary theory of art and politics.15 Simi-
larly relevant are Bruno Latour’s analyses of 
‘hybrids’, or ‘quasi-objects’ - singular social actors 
being ‘real as nature, narrated as discourse, collec-
tive as society, existing as Being’, thus relating 
the multiplicity of social processes.16 It is in this 
context that one should understand the recent inter-
est in the work of Henri Lefebvre, whose theory of 
production of space can be described as a project 
of relating the Western-Marxist perspective on the 
social processes of production and consumption 
to the phenomenological analysis of the individual 
consciousness, perception and experience of space 
in the practices of everyday life.17
The articles included here offer a variety of 
approaches which relate the singularity and multiplic-
ity of architecture; they range from a wide overview 
to a delineation of speciﬁ c instances of ‘trans-disci-
plinarity’, sharing the perception of the late 1960s 
as the moment in which the current trajectories 
of architecture culture originated. Wouter Davidts 
examines architectural design and discourse as a 
condition for art; Michael Hays revisits the narrative 
as a form of understanding the object of architec-
ture within the forces which it reﬂ ects and opposes, 
and from which it emerges; Patrick Healy explores 
the roots of architecture’s contradictory singular-
ity by reconstructing Max Raphael’s project of 
an empirical theory of art and architecture; Mark 
Jarzombek questions architecture’s singularity as 
a philosophical project; Ákos Moravánszky maps 
the relationships and interchanges between theory, 
design, history and education as the multiplicity 
of contemporary architecture; Jean-Louis Violeau 
traces the collaborations between architects and 
sociologists on architectural research in France 
since the late 1960s. Reviews of Eisenman’s 
doctoral research and ‘A Vision for Brussels’ exhi-
bition close this issue; the former belongs to the 
inception of the tradition of the present, the latter, 
with its explicit premise that architectural form is 
political, can be described as a recent example of 
the subsistence of this tradition. These diverse arti-
cles, while embedded in the tradition of the present, 
underline the question of trans-disciplinarity as one 
of the - multiple - horizons of today’s architecture 
culture. 
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